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1
METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR PLASMA
ASSISTED LASER COOKING OF FOOD
PRODUCTS

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATION(S)

This application is a 35 U.S.C. §371 National Phase Entry
Application from PCT/SG2011/000099, filed Mar. 11, 2011,
designating the United States. The disclosure of the refer-
enced application is incorporated herein in its entirety by
reference.

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present disclosure relates generally to the use of lasers
in heating and cooking of food products. More specifically,
the present disclosure is directed to the generation of a plasma
in connection with a laser for cooking food products using a
variety of laser types of different wavelengths having con-
tinuous and pulsed mode operation.

BACKGROUND

Increasingly rapid advances in laser technology along with
increasingly wide scale deployment have made the deploy-
ment of laser technology to a wider variety of applications
possible. The potential advantages of laser technology in
terms of input to output energy efficiency coupled with engi-
neering and economic considerations such as controllability,
cost, and supplier availability has led to continuously stimu-
lated growth in the development of numerous devices and
processes to exploit the full benefits of laser technology.

Concentrated growth in the application of laser technology
has been seen over the last several decades particularly in the
area of optoelectronics, which, for example, makes use of
semiconductor lasers for communications. However, the
application of lasers beyond communications is also rapidly
increasing. It is becoming increasingly common for lasers to
be used as the preferred tool for numerous industrial applica-
tions such welding, soldering, marking, metal cutting, enter-
tainment electronics, display devices, printing and the like. It
is beyond dispute that laser applications, which are, by now,
quite well established, have revolutionized modern day liv-
ing.

However, despite the widespread use of lasers for numer-
ous applications, as set forth above, certain areas have not
seen widespread use of laser technology. For example, the
potential of lasers has not been exploited in connection with
domestic and commercial food preparation. In another area,
food preparation technology has also taken many leaps for-
ward. The microwave oven and various convection systems
are widely available and shorten food preparation time for
heating and cooking food. Yet despite advances in radiant and
radio energy heating appliances, there are presently no laser-
based cooking appliances available for domestic or commer-
cial use. While conventional cooking methods including gas
energy, electrical energy, and microwave irradiant energy
have unique limitations, including energy cost, fire hazard,
radiation hazard, which has not impeded their widespread
use, heating food products using lasers has not seen any
development due to various problems some of which are
recognized in the art and some of which are not. Thus, while
lasers are extensively used in many applications as noted
above, their potential for heating food products has not been
explored.
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Various impediments to the development of a laser cooking
appliance may include the difficulty in determining the appro-
priate parameters for laser cooking, the problems with the
process implementation due to delicate nature of the food
product materials, and the like. It may be difficult to easily
initiate cooking of food products and, if cooking can be
initiated, it is difficult to assure quality and uniformity of the
heating or cooking process. Consequently, laser cooking of
food for consumer application has not been successfully
achieved.

While published research work in the area of laser cooking
is quite limited and while no appliance is commercially avail-
able, the feasibility of laser cooking has improved consider-
ably, particularly with the availability of several types of
reliable laser units operating at variety of wavelengths and
power levels. Despite the improved feasibility, there is still no
progress in providing a laser cooking appliance.

Despite the numerous potential advantages of laser devices
such as (i) the delivery of intense energy over prescribed area
leading to localized heating, (ii) the uniformity, repeatability
and precise control of the energy delivered, (iii) the ability to
program and deliver the energy in short bursts in terms of
power, pulse width, pulse repetition rate and other param-
eters, (iv) the lack of contact and contamination of the heated
object, lasers have not been successfully used in cooking, (v)
the lack of an open flame or arc, and (vi) low cost, no appli-
ance has yet been developed.

It should be noted, particularly in connection with item
(vi), that with the tremendous growth in the availability of
laser devices and the implementation of mass production
techniques, the cost of the laser will trend downward over
time. Thus, a laser-based cooking device could be developed
that would see a decreasing cost structure for its primary
element. On the other hand, it is unlikely that significant cost
reductions for conventional cooking appliances are possible
due to the maturity of the product line. However, such advan-
tageous conditions have not as yet been appreciated in the art
by those of corresponding skill.

In addressing the lack of a laser cooking appliance, refer-
ence is made to certain problems associated with cooking of
food material with a laser. Such problems are considerably
more complex than may be apparent at a first glance. Exten-
sive studies, both empirical/experimental and theoretical, are
necessary in order to characterize the laser cooking param-
eters and determine their effects on the food product and the
resulting quality of the cooked food product. Such studies and
relevant data, which are of great importance for process opti-
mization, however are not available.

As noted the use of lasers in industrial applications is
known, however lasers had not been widely contemplated for
food preparation and cooking due to the inherent challenges
in manipulating even simple regularly structured materials
such as glasses and crystalline materials. For example, in
“Development of a system for laser splicing photonic crystal
fiber”, Chong and Rao, Col. 11, No. 12, OPTICS EXPRESS
1365, 16 Jun. 2003, describes laser splicing by fusing mate-
rials through the application of laser energy. While some
benefits were observed due, presumably, to various effects of
repeated and continued application of laser energy, the spe-
cific purpose was to fuse fiber optic devices such as regularly
arranged polycrystalline materials under very limited condi-
tions.

While some attempts were made to employ lasers for cook-
ing applications, none has resulted in a successful laser cook-
ing appliance. For example, Japanese Patent Publication No.
JP 63-003131 A2, to Terakubo Kiyoshi, published in January
1988, describes a Laser Cooking Device that completely
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stops the generation of poisonous gases and improves cook-
ing efficiency. In Terakubo’s device, advantages are realized
by cooking food indirectly in a cooker heated by a laser. In
Terakubo’s device, food is not directly exposed to the laser
beam.

Further, U.S. Pat. No. 5,881,634 issued to Robert K. New-
ton, on Mar. 16, 1999, describes a clamshell or two-sided
cooking system having two platens or plates used to cook
food. In Newton’s system, the periphery of an upper platen is
marked on a lower platen by a laser-etched wear resistant
marking that withstands the scraping and scrubbing opera-
tions associated with using and cleaning the clam cooking
system. The device described by Newton, does not use a laser
to cook food, and provides wear resistant markings in the
clamshell cooking system.

Still further, U.S. Pat. No. 5,952,027 issued to Prem S.
Singh on Sep. 14, 1999 describes a using an energy source,
which can be a laser, to brown an exposed surface of a pre-
cooked muscle meat product. Singh’s method involves only
the surface of the product and requires various chemicals to
assist in creating a golden brown effect on only the surface
portion of the meat product.

In Japanese Patent No. JP 2002-147762 A2 published May
22, 2002, to Asano Hideki, a Food Cooking Apparatus is
described that includes a microwave oven with a laser irra-
diation unit that irradiates a laser beam at a specific wave-
length through an optical fiber onto foodstuffs in a cooking
chamber. Two kinds of semiconductor lasers having different
wavelengths of 0.8 um and 1.5 pm are coupled to the respec-
tive optical fibers. The machine room is provided with a
magnetron, a waveguide, and a fan to discharge heat gener-
ated. The device described in Asano has disadvantages in that
it is very complex and expensive. It is not clear whether the
food is cooked by microwave or laser beam. It also requires a
waveform for control the cooking process.

In U.S. Patent Application Publication No. 2008/0282901,
to Boris Muchnik, a method and apparatus are introduced for
using a laser to cook food. A CO2 laser is directed at a beam
splitter which splits the laser beam in half. Mirrors are used to
focus beams to either side of the food. The CO2 laser beams
are much hotter than average and as such most foods will be
cooked in less than a second. Further, by cooking food at such
high speeds the juices will be sealed in and the formation of
trans-fats will be reduced or prevented.

SUMMARY

Therefore, in view of the above and other disadvantages
and shortcomings of the prior art and knowledge commonly
available, cooking of a food product can be effected through
the use of lasers as previously unappreciated.

In accordance with an aspect, energy can be applied, for
example, from a laser emitter, to effect cooking of a posi-
tioned food product. The application of the energy from the
laser emitter can be controlled according to a profile so as to
generate a plasma during a cooking period. The application of
the energy from the laser emitter can be adjusted during the
cooking period based on feedback associated with the con-
trolled application of the energy to the food product. The food
product can be positioned within a container and the laser
energy can be applied to at least a portion of the container to
generate a plasma in and around the container to effect the
cooking, such as through heat conduction or convection based
on the heating of the container.

In an aspect, energy can be applied with a laser emitter
applied in proximity to a positioned food product to effect
cooking thereof. The application of the energy from the laser
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emitter onto the food product can be controlled according to
a profile so as to generate a plasma in and around at least a
portion of the food product during a cooking period. The
application of the energy from the laser emitter during the
cooking period based on feedback associated with the con-
trolled application of the energy to the food product. The
profile can include a power level, a duration of the cooking
period, and a pulse duty cycle. The controlling of the appli-
cation of the energy can be accomplished, for example, by
controlling a spot size of the laser beam or other factors as
described herein. The adjusting the application of the energy
can include controlling a position of the food product in
relation to the laser emitter.

In accordance with aspects, the laser emitter can include an
Nd:YAG laser, a CO2 laser, an Excimer laser, a diode laser,
and the like. Further, the profile can include a peak power of
about 0.3 kW, an average power of about 1.9 W, a pulse width
of about loons, a pulse frequency of about 3 kHz, and a
duration of the cooking period of about 60 s. In an instance
where the laser emitter includes a laser diode, the profile can
include a peak power of about 0.3 kW, an average power of
about 1 W, a pulse width of about 50 ns, a pulse frequency of
about 3 kHz, and a duration of the cooking period of about 60
s. Alternatively, the profile includes a peak power of about 0.3
kW, an average power of about 1.6 W, a pulse width of about
50 ns, a pulse frequency of about 4 kHz, and a duration of the
cooking period of about 60 s.

In accordance with aspects, the application of energy dur-
ing the cooking period is further based on a specific type of
the food product. It should be noted that the profile, including
profiles for different foods products can be stored locally or
can be retrieved, for example, from a host computer or from a
server connected to the host computer through a network.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

In order that embodiments may be fully and more clearly
understood by way of non-limitative examples, the following
description is taken in conjunction with the accompanying
drawings in which like reference numerals designate similar
or corresponding elements, regions and portions, and in
which:

FIG. 1A is a block diagram illustrating an exemplary laser
cooking system in accordance with embodiments;

FIG. 1B is a diagram illustrating a laser cooking system
having a food product in a container in accordance with an
exemplary embodiment;

FIG. 1C is a diagram illustrating a laser cooking system
having a food product without a container in accordance with
another exemplary embodiment;

FIG. 1D is a diagram illustrating a laser cooking system
having more than one laser emitter in accordance with
another exemplary embodiment;

FIG. 1E is a diagram illustrating a laser cooking system
showing a rotating emitter and showing a rotating platform in
accordance with exemplary embodiments;

FIG. 1F is a diagram illustrating a laser cooking system
having a rotating beam in accordance with another exemplary
embodiment;

FIG. 1G is a diagram illustrating a laser cooking system
having a split beam in accordance with another exemplary
embodiment;

FIG. 2 is a flow chart illustrating an exemplary process for
cooking a food product with a laser cooking system in accor-
dance with embodiments; and
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FIG. 3 is a diagram illustrating exemplary plasma genera-
tion for cooking a food product with a laser cooking system in
accordance with embodiments.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

In view of the above and other disadvantages associated
with prior art systems, cooking with lasers as set forth in
accordance with various exemplary embodiments discussed
and described herein, presents a new and unique opportunity,
previously not appreciated in the art. Using lasers, it is pos-
sible to perform, for example, direct cooking, indirect cook-
ing through a metal plate, and vegetable peeling may be
possible without any additional accessories. An advantage of,
for example, cooking using laser energy is the lack of an
electrical shock hazard. Cooking of commonly used domestic
food materials rapidly and with high efficiency will be pos-
sible. Cooking of food with precise control over the heat
source will minimize damage of the food. Cooking of food
with low power consumption will be possible. Cooking of
food in the field using a portable laser cooking appliance will
be possible. Indirect cooking by using laser to heat a plate
which can be used for cooking food is possible. Combining
laser cooking and other methods, such as microwave and
conventional heating will be possible.

As observed by Chong and Rao, controlled exposure to
laser energy can have a desired heating effect on regularly
arranged materials such as photonic crystal fiber (PCF)
according to the following relation (1).

VAN ), 2 )V (1)

Where Vs a dimensionless normalized parameter, A is the
wavelength of the laser source, A is the hole spacing including
a factor d representing the hole size, n_, is the index of refrac-
tion of the core of the PCF fiber. Chong and Rao noted that in
order for effecting splicing, V, smust be kept to 2.045 or lower
by adjusting various factors including laser wavelength, hole
size and hole spacing. It should be appreciated that Chong and
Rao were concerned with the fusing of optical fibers without
any appreciation for whether or how lasers could be con-
trolled for use in cooking food.

Accordingly, a method and apparatus are disclosed herein
for rapid and efficient heating or cooking of food products,
such as commonly used domestic food materials, that can
include a divergent laser beam that is expanded by a beam
expander so as to irradiate a large food area with a given
power level in an amount sufficient to effect fast, efficient and
hygienic cooking of the food through the generation of a
plasma in and around the food product which adds energy to
the food product in an amount sufficient to effect cooking.

In an embodiment, a beam of electromagnetic radiation is
a laser beam of sufficient controlled intensity, which need not
necessarily be high intensity, to create a plasma effect during
cooking. According to conventional wisdom and practices,
light dissipation at the point of irradiation should result in
erratic performance, distortion and/or higher attenuation.
However, in connection with various embodiments, a laser
operating at specified parameters can add energy in a cumu-
lative fashion to achieve a plasma effect which, counter to
conventional knowledge and expectation in the art, results in
high energy absorption, resulting in an excellent ultrafast
cooking, with low power consumption.

An exemplary apparatus or appliance in accordance with
embodiments can be configured to suitably position food
material in a container. An intense beam of electromagnetic
radiation can be generated and irradiated onto the food mate-
rial for a time sufficient to achieve the effective cooking of the
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food. An exemplary appliance can be further configured so
that during cooking, the food material can be observed. A
controller can be provided that is configured to control the
cooking process.

In an embodiment, a computer controlled laser system
using a laser, a positioning system and a CCD camera are used
to obtain high quality cooked food and a high level of system
performance. In another embodiment, a method and appara-
tus for indirect cooking by using laser to heat a plate and
subsequent use of heated plated for cooking of food. In still
another embodiment, a method and apparatus are provided
for combination cooking like combining laser cooking with
other methods, such as microwave and conventional heating.
In still another embodiment, a field-usable microcontroller or
personal computer controlled laser cooking appliance is pro-
vided to obtain high quality cooked food with speed and
improved efficiency in field locations.

It should be noted that during the development of the
invention as discussed and described herein, efforts were
divided into roughly two areas. In the first area, extensive
investigations were performed to determine characteristics of
the laser cooking process and for carrying out process opti-
mization. Investigation into the relationship between the
quality of the cooked food was conducted in connection with
the following process parameters: (i) average laser power and
peak laser power; (ii) laser type, such as Nd:YAG, CO2,
Excimer and diode lasers; (iii) laser operating wavelength;
(iv) laser exposure time; (v) continuous/pulsed mode of
operation; (vi) pulse width, pulse repetition rate duty cycle
and the like.

Since the possible permutations/combinations of the above
process parameters are innumerable, an analytical approach,
careful planning and theoretical modeling were employed to
determine the optimum parameters as precisely as possible.
The physical effects of high power laser radiation on the food
materials are modeled. Intense beams tend to modify the
properties of the cooked food and this phenomenon has been
exploited for laser cooking. Analytical calculations of the
sample temperature under various conditions of irradiation
and material response are performed. In connection with cer-
tain laser sources, such as diode lasers, the absorbed optical
power by the food materials may be enhanced by the genera-
tion of laser induced plasma.

Investigations revealed that the generation of laser induced
plasma, which occurs for certain lasers above a certain thresh-
old power level, results in a significant increase in the absorp-
tion of the laser radiation by food materials. By using high
peak power laser sources that are not necessarily large in size,
by using short pulse durations, and by controlling other pro-
cess parameters carefully, an excellent cooking process can
be achieved. The cooked food items were evaluated by exam-
ining taste and appearance, and by studying structural details
of'the resulting cooked food product using high magnification
microscopes for additional information.

The second area of investigation involved the development
of'alaser cooking appliance including a computer aided, field
usable personal computer based laser cooking system having,
for example, the following subsystems: (1) a food product
positioning subsystem; (2) an imaging subsystem; (3) a laser
emitter assembly; and (4) a laser emitter positioning sub-
system. Development efforts further included system integra-
tion and software development efforts to apply and transform,
for example, the findings from the first area and other infor-
mation into usable parameters to control an exemplary appli-
ance.

It should be noted that because of the different concepts
and corresponding mechanisms used in connection with vari-
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ous embodiments, the laser emitter assembly and laser emit-
ter positioning subsystem, can be easily distinguished from
those found in the conventional cooking systems. The laser
emitter assembly includes a laser source such as a compact
laser source, a laser driver, a lens assembly and a delivery
system. The laser emitter positioning subsystem enables the
laser beam from the emitter to be directed in a controlled
manner toward the food to be cooked. In accordance with
various embodiments discussed and described herein, sub-
systems were specifically configured to advantageously
reduce system weight, lower costs and improve process effi-
ciency.

In accordance with various embodiments, the dependence
of the resulting characteristics of food products cooked with
a laser has been carefully studied in connection with various
laser parameters such as power, wavelength, and continuous
and pulsed mode of operation. In the pulsed mode of opera-
tion, cooked food quality and properties, both during the
cooking process and at the end of the cooking process, were
studied with various values for laser pulse width, pulse rep-
etition rate, duty cycle and the like. A camera such as a
charged coupled device (CCD) camera was used for viewing
of the food material during the cooking process. The final
cooked food products were tested for quality in terms of taste
quality and experience, such as a consistency, and were stud-
ied using optical/electron microscopes to examine the struc-
tural details of the irradiated food. The results of the investi-
gations and studies and the results of theoretical modeling
provided a basis for deriving process optimization for various
laser sources, foods and modes of operation. Accordingly,
such efforts provided information regarding the effectiveness
of a variety possible process parameters on variety of food
items.

Using widely available laser sources, both direct and indi-
rect cooking processes were carried out using the following
lasers: a CO2 laser—A=10.6 um; a Nd:YAG laser—A=1.06
un; an Excimer laser—A=248 nm; a He—Cd laser—A=385
nm; and a diode Laser—A=820 nm, 850 nm, and other wave-
lengths.

It should be noted that various kinds of food products were
used in the investigations such as cereals including rice, veg-
etables, milk, and meat. Numerous samples were exposed
under various operating parameters from each of the above
laser sources.

C0O2, Nd:YAG and Diode Lasers

CO2 laser has a typical energy conversion efficiency of
10%. An advantage of CO2 laser is high power, which results
in high absorption. In contrast, when food items are irradiated
with a Nd:YAG or a laser diode, a significant increase in
absorption is observed, presumably because of the phenom-
enon of plasma generation within the bulk of the material
above certain threshold power levels. In addition, laser diodes
offer many potential benefits such as improved light emission
efficiency, low voltage operation, electronic control compat-
ibility, small size, and low weight.

Using CO2 laser, such as a Synrad Model 48-1-28 laser and
a Coherent Diamond 84, 250 W laser, 500 food samples were
exposed under various operating parameters from the laser,
both in continuous and pulsed mode of operation. The objec-
tive of the initial experimental investigations was to identify
ranges for various laser operating parameters suitable for
cooking. The dependence on cooking time for various laser
parameters was studied. The findings were used to determine
parameters leading to the most favorable balance of speed of
the cooking process, effectiveness or quality of the cooking
result. In addition to direct laser cooking, investigations have
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also been conducted on the indirect laser cooking where food
materials are cooked on a hot metal plate heated by laser.

The results of the above experimental studies indicate that
for effective cooking results, the maximum laser power for
cooking and the exposure time are closely interrelated. For
example; an exemplary emitter having a laser power levels
below 1 W has disadvantages because such an emitter either
requires the food product to be subjected to an exposure time
that is too long, or does not cause a level of heating sufficient
to perform cooking. Similar effects are exhibited when using
pulsed laser radiation of insufficient pulse duration. The
above noted phenomenon indicates the additional relation-
ship between maximum power, exposure time and pulse
period.

The variation of food texture as well as food quality as a
function of laser power and exposure time was investigated.
With optimum cooking parameters, the quality of the cooked
food is excellent. Similar investigations were carried out with
Nd:YAG and diode lasers, however, for these lasers, no sig-
nificant cooking of food is observed below certain threshold
power. For a Nd:YAG laser, such a model M690B laser by
NEC, the threshold power is closely related to the laser beam
diameter. It will be appreciated by those of skill in the art that
Nd:YAG lasers are typically optically pumped using a flash-
tube or laser diodes and are among the most common types of
lasers, emitting light with a wavelength of 1064 nm. Other
wavelengths are possible near 940, 1120, 1320, and 1440 nm.
When operated in a pulsed or Q-switching mode, an optical
switch in the laser cavity that is sensitive to neodymium ion
activity can be used for pulsed mode operation. Pulse mode
operation may be used to efficiently generate laser light at
shorter wavelengths.

Cooking can be achieved at continuous power levels of 1
W-4 W. Cooking at lower power levels may be possible using
a small beam diameter Nd:YAG laser. Using the above iden-
tified M690B laser with pulsed mode operation, good cook-
ing can be achieved with the parameters set forth in Table 1.

TABLE 1

Cooking parameters with Model M690B Nd:YAG laser

Peak

Power  Average Power Pulse Width Pulse Repetition  Exposure
0.3 kW 19W 100 ns 3 kHz 60 s
0.3 kW 1w 50 ns 3 kHz 60 s
0.3 kW 1.6 W 50 ns 4 kHz 60 s

As mentioned above, diode lasers have many advantages
and are used as the light emitting element in accordance with
embodiments. Diode lasers operating at, for example, 820 nm
(6 W), 850nm (10 W) and 950 nm (10 W) have been success-
fully used for cooking of food items. With 3.5 W of continu-
ous power at 850 nm and at 950 nm, food exposed for 1
minute exhibits good cooking quality results. Cooking can be
achieved at higher power levels, such as levels greater than
3.5 W, and shorter exposure times. However, control of vari-
ous aspects associated with the application of the laser energy
at higher power levels is critical for achieving acceptable
quality cooking results. It should be noted that laser diodes
operate mainly in the continuous mode. However, for the
purposes of the experiments described herein, general pur-
pose laser diodes were operated in a pulsed mode with limited
success. Alternatively, special purpose pulsed mode laser
diodes can be used. It should also be noted that in connection
with the experiments described herein, 820 nm, 850 nm, and
950 nm laser diodes were used due to wide availability and
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low cost. Longer wavelength laser diodes, which are becom-
ing more readily available, may also be used. Such longer
wavelength devices provide advantages and improvements
for laser cooking purposes.

Thus, as described herein, the feasibility of laser cooking in
accordance with embodiments described herein, especially
concerning the use of diode lasers, and thus the possibility for
successful implementation of a commercially viable laser
cooking appliance, has been demonstrated despite being
absent from the art. Theoretical modeling and simulation has
also been carried out, which is essential for better understand-
ing and optimization of the laser cooking process.

With reference now to FIG. 1A of the drawings, and exem-
plary system 100 and associated subsystems are discussed
and described. It will be appreciated that in accordance with
embodiments, the system 100 can be situated in a stand alone
enclosure, suitable for use as a movable kitchen appliance, or
can be built into a cooking console or the like. The system 100
can be implemented in a wide variety of scenarios, such as but
not limited to a private residence, workplace, or commercial
food establishment such as a restaurant or the like.

A laser emitter assembly no can be provided and with a
laser unit in and a driver unit 112 which can include alignment
and focusing control and the like as would be appreciated.
The laser unit 111 can include a single laser or multiple lasers
and, correspondingly, the system 100 can be provided with
one laser unit 111 or can be provided with a number of such
units. Through the operation of the various subsystems
including the laser unit 111, energy from the laser beam can
be applied with given power levels and durations and the like,
to a food product by directing the beam or beams accordingly.

The system 100 can include a food or indirect heating
utensil placement base 160 that provides a predetermined
placement area within which good alignment between the
beam from laser unit 111 and a food product can be expected
in order to enable optimum cooking. System 100 can further
include an imaging subsystem 130, that enables the food
product to be viewed through, for example, a monitor device
such as a CCD camera 131 through a viewing access connec-
tion 133 during the cooking process. The CCD camera 131
can be controlled through a camera controller 132.

In order to control various aspects of the position of the
food within the base unit 160, a food positioner 121 can be
used. Control of the position of the food being cooked by
setting or adjusting the food positioner 121 can be controlled
by positioner controller 122. It will be appreciated that vari-
ous aspects related to position of the food, including elevation
within the base unit 160, and including dynamic position,
such as rotation or the like, can be controlled in order to
accomplish desired cooking results.

It will further be appreciated that various aspects related to
in-progress cooking can be detected and used as feedback
such as the intensity of the light output, the temperature of the
cooking chamber and the like. Accordingly, a detection unit
140 can be provided that includes a photo detector unit 141
and a low power laser diode unit 142 for sensing certain
aspects of the cooking process including pre-cooking, in-
progress cooking, and post-cooking aspects.

It should be noted that the above noted subsystems can
further be controlled by a host computer, such as Notebook
PC 150. The CCD camera controller 132, for example, may
be capable of being further controlled through Notebook PC
150 and connection 152, which can be a proprietary connec-
tion, a bus, a high speed connection port such as a universal
serial bus (USB) port, wireless connection or the like. The
notebook PC 150 can also be used to control parameters such
as the position and the power of the laser unit iii by interfacing
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with laser controller 112 through another connection 153,
which can be a proprietary connection, a bus, a high speed
connection port such as a universal serial bus (USB) port, a
wireless connection or the like. Still further, the notebook PC
150 can be used to control the position of the food within the
base unit 160 by interfacing with position controller 122
through connection 151, which can be a proprietary connec-
tion, a bus, a high speed connection port such as a universal
serial bus (USB) port, wireless connection or the like.

It should be noted that various hardware and software
interfaces can be used in connection with a microcontroller or
a PCbased system, such as Notebook PC 150, to interface all
the subsystems so as to provide control of the operations as
noted above.

Although it will be appreciated that the Notebook PC 150
can provide a convenience platform for development, a desk-
top PC, a general purpose microcontroller based system, or a
dedicated microcontroller based system can be used. Any
such controller or computer should be provided with a facility
to connect and operate through a PC if desired by the user. As
noted above, in accordance with embodiments, a personal
computer can be interfaced with a positioning subsystem to
allow good positioning of the food during cooking. The
power output of the laser emitter assembly and mode of
operation of the laser can be used to control the power of the
laser during the cooking process and can be controlled by the
computer. The laser emitter assembly no can includes the
laser driver 112, a laser source in, and a lens assembly and
delivery system 117. A laser gun alignment system 118
enables the laser beam from the laser source 111 to be aligned
so as to fall precisely on the food to be cooked. Additional
control inputs can be used to control the laser with a particular
power, mode of operation, and, for example, beam focus or
the like using the components illustrated as would be appre-
ciated.

Using the imaging subsystem, a real-time image of the
food is captured and displayed on the PC monitor and can be
used for feedback and quality monitoring. The various sub-
systems were tested and further fine-tuning can be done if
necessary. It will be appreciated that the above computer
control can be taken a step further by developing control
applications that can determine for a particular kind of food,
what the optimum control parameters are, then implement
those parameters. In still other embodiments, the computer
can be connected to a network and thereby may retrieve
various information such as cooking profiles or the like for
specific food products that may then be used in connection
with control of the apparatus.

To better understand various configurations that are pos-
sible in accordance with embodiments, reference is made
herein to FIG. 1B-1G. While the general relative configura-
tion of for example the laser emitter 110, laser beam 115,
platform 160 and food product 170, within, for example,
enclosure 190, various details have been omitted for the sake
of simplicity. With reference to FIG. 1B, embodiments may
include laser emitter 110 emitting a laser beam 115 that
impinges on a container 161 into which food product 170 is
placed. Container 161 can be, for example, a container of a
material or with a surface treatment to effect a heating based
on a constant profile. In such a manner, there is negligible
reliance on the absorptive properties associated with the type
of food product, e.g. the material of the container interacts
with the laser beam 115 in order for a plasma to be generated
and for heating to occur. In connection with FIG. 1C and
associated embodiments, a food product 170 may be placed
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within an enclosure 190 and irradiated directly with a laser
beam 115, whereupon heating may occur as described in
greater detail hereinafter.

In connection with FIG. 1D and associated embodiments,
two, or possibly more emitters, such as emitter 110 and emit-
ter no' can generate laser beams 115 and 115', which can fall
upon food product 170 resulting in heating and effect cooking
as described herein. FIG. 1E is illustrative of embodiments
where an emitter 110 can be configured to rotate. Alterna-
tively, or in connection with a rotating emitter no, the platform
160 can also be configured to rotate. It will be appreciated that
by rotating one or more of the emitter 110 and platform 160,
the energy from the laser beam 115 can be more evenly
distributed over the surface of the food product 170. In one or
more embodiments, as shown in FIG. 1F, the laser emitter unit
itself can be stationary and the beam 115 itself can be directed
through a beam alignment mechanism to rotate or to move in
any specified pattern such as a lissajous pattern or the like as
would be appreciated by one of skill in the art to effect
coverage of an area larger than the spot size of beam 115.

In connection with still other exemplary and alternative
exemplary embodiments, as shown in FIG. 1G, the beam 115
can be split into a beam 115 and beam 115" with a splitting
mechanism 180 that can produce enhanced coverage of the
food product 170. The laser energy can be reflected, for
example, off of surfaces such as mirrors 181 and 181" or the
like, or the inside of enclosure 190 can be configured to reflect
the energy from laser beam 115. In some embodiments, it
may be possible to incorporate splitting mechanism 180 into
the surface of the enclosure 190 such that the beam need only
be directed toward a specific portion of the inside surface of
the enclosure 190 in order to effect splitting.

It will be appreciated that the above mechanisms or other
mechanisms can be adapted to practice a method for cooking
using a laser as will be described hereinafter in connection
with FIG. 2. An exemplary process 200 can be drawn to
cooking of food according to exemplary sub-processes or
procedures. After start at 201, which can include initial
actions such as plugging into a power source, turning on a
power switch, or the like, that can cause operative circuits
including controller circuits to be energized, a food product
can be positioned, for example, inside an enclosure, such as
enclosure 190 described above, at 202. It will be appreciated
that at start at 201, if necessary, connections to a network or
the like and navigation to an appropriate URL can also be
conducted in connection with start up or initialization proce-
dures as would be appreciated by one of skill in the art. Prior
to energizing the laser emitter, profile for controlling the laser
parameters for cooking the food product, which can include
specific parameters for a specific food product, general
parameters for general cooking or heating, or fixed param-
eters for cooking using an in-enclosure container as described
above, can be loaded at 203. Once the laser parameters are
loaded and subject to an ordinary action such as pressing a
start button, or the like, which action can also be conditioned
by various safety related interlocks as would be appreciated,
the laser emitter can be energized and laser energy in the form
of' a beam can be applied to the food product in accordance
with the loaded profile at 204 that is set so as to generate a
plasma in and around the food product. While the laser energy
is being applied, various feedback can be generated and
detected including but not limited to temperature, light level,
infrared level, wavelength, or any other such parameter
capable of being generated by the interaction of the laser
beam with the food product or a contained surrounding the
food product at 205. The feedback can be used in connection
with the profile parameters to sustain the plasma generation,
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and to confirm that cooking or at least application of energy in
association with the parameters, is being conducted as
expected. Either through the feedback, or through open loop
control, a point can be reached whereupon the cooking is
deemed to be completed. If the cooking is not completed,
corresponding to a NO at 206, then laser energy can continue
to be applied at 204. If the cooking is completed, correspond-
ingtoaYES at 206, then the laser emitter can be de-energized
and the application of laser energy canbe ceased at 207. It will
be appreciated that optionally, before the process can be com-
pleted, and, for example, an access door to the cooking enclo-
sure be opened, certain safety procedures can be instituted
such as a check to determine whether the laser has been
properly de-energized and there are no fire or smoke hazards
or the like that would prevent access to the cooked food
product at 208. It will also be appreciate that during the
application of energy, other mechanisms can be used to deter-
mine a fault condition such as the sensing of excess tempera-
ture, the sensing of excess current to the emitter driver or the
like as would be appreciated. After, the optional safety check,
which is not essential for appreciating the aspects of plasma
generation, the process can come to an end at 209. In this
context, ending can simply mean that an exemplary apparatus
is configured to be ready for the next cooking cycle or can
mean that power has been removed. In either case or in other
cases, the process can begin again, upon re-energization or by
re-starting operation as would be appreciated.

To better understand plasma generation, FIG. 3 shows an
exemplary laser 115 impinging on the surface of'a food prod-
uct 170. The laser beam 115 can have a wavelength A and a
duty cycle shown in the figure as a factor of the pulse time or
on time of the laser T, divided by the T ;,,,; which can be
expressed as a duty cycle percentage and can depend also on
the frequency or duty period. In the above examples, such as
those shown in Table 1, a duty frequency is set forth in units
of KHz. However it will be appreciated that depending on
factors such as the laser wavelengths and power levels, other
frequencies may be used with effectiveness.

Accordingly, the laser energy can be applied through beam
115 to the surface of the food product 170, which can be
resting on the platform 160. Through feedback such as feed-
back obtained through imaging subsystem 130 and detection
subsystem 140, or other feedback means, or through open
loop control with no feedback, laser power can be applied
through the laser emitter 110, such as by controlling the laser
driver 112, so as to effect a plasma 310 that can develop in and
around the surface on which the laser is impinging. By con-
trolling the application of the laser to generate and maintain
the plasma 310, absorption of the energy from laser 115 into
the food product 170 can be enhanced and cooking can be
effected by the continued and cumulative absorption of
energy from the generated plasma. It can be appreciated that,
because of the generation of resonance and harmonics asso-
ciated with the plasma generation, cumulative energy effects
can be realized that facilitate the rapid cooking of the food as
has been previously unappreciated in the art.

While exemplary embodiments pertaining to the invention
are described and illustrated herein, it will be understood by
those skilled in the technology concerned that many varia-
tions or modifications involving particular design, implemen-
tation or construction are possible and may be made without
deviating from the inventive concepts as set forth herein.

The invention claimed is:

1. A method for applying energy to a positioned food
product to effect cooking thereof, the method comprising:

applying laser energy from a laser emitter onto the food

product;
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controlling the application of the laser energy from the
laser emitter onto the food product according to a pro-
file; and

generating laser-induced plasma in and around at least a

portion of the food product by the controlled application
of the laser energy onto the food product, wherein the
laser-induced plasma distributes the energy from the
laser emitter within the food product so as to effect the
cooking of the food product during a cooking period
based on the controlling.

2. The method according to claim 1, further comprising
adjusting the application of the energy from the laser emitter
during the cooking period based on feedback associated with
the controlled application of the energy to the food product.

3. The method according to claim 1, wherein the profile
includes a power level, a duration of the cooking period, and
a pulse duty cycle.

4. The method according to claim 1, wherein the control-
ling the application of the energy includes controlling a spot
size of the laser beam.

5. The method according to claim 1, wherein the adjusting
the application of the energy includes controlling a position of
the food product in relation to the laser emitter.

6. The method according to claim 1, wherein the laser
emitter includes an Nd:YAG laser.

7. The method according to claim 1 wherein the laser
emitter includes a CO, laser.

8. The method according to claim 1, wherein the laser
emitter includes an Excimer laser.

9. The method according to claim 1, wherein the laser
emitter includes a diode laser.

10. The method according to claim 1, wherein the profile
includes a peak power of about 0.3 kW, an average power of
about 1.9 W, a pulse width of about 100 ns, a pulse frequency
of'about 3 kHz, and a duration of the cooking period of about
60s.
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11. The method according to claim 1, wherein the laser
emitter includes a laser diode and the profile includes a peak
power of about 0.3 kW, an average power of about 1 W, apulse
width of about 50 ns, a pulse frequency of about 3 kHz, and a
duration of the cooking period of about 60 s.

12. The method according to claim 1, wherein the laser
emitter includes a laser diode and the profile includes a peak
power of about 0.3 kW, an average power of about 1.6 W, a
pulse width of about 50 ns, a pulse frequency of about 4 kHz,
and a duration of the cooking period of about 60 s.

13. The method according to claim 1, wherein the applica-
tion of energy during the cooking period is further based on a
specific type of the food product.

14. The method according to claim 1, further comprising:
retrieving the profile from a host computer.

15. The method according to claim 1, further comprising:

retrieving the profile from a host computer and a server

connected to the host computer through a network.

16. A method for applying energy to effect cooking of a
positioned food product, the method comprising:

applying laser energy from a laser emitter onto the food

product;

controlling the application of the laser energy from the

laser emitter according to a profile; and

generating laser-induced plasma in proximity to the food

product during a cooking period based on the control-
ling.

17. The method according to claim 16, further comprising
adjusting the application of the energy from the laser emitter
during the cooking period based on feedback associated with
the controlled application of the energy to the food product.

18. The method according to claim 16, wherein the food
product is positioned within a container, the laser energy
applied to at least a portion of the container to generate a
plasma in and around the container in proximity to the food
product to effect the cooking of the food product.
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